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On Oct. 12, over 40,000 indigenous leaders, students and union activists marched through the
streets of Quetzaltenango, capital of Guatemala's Quetzaltenango department to express opposition
against the 1992 Columbus quincentennial. In addition, the march marked the close of the II
Continental Meeting of Indigenous and Popular Resistance. Participants at the Oct. 8-12 conference
included 700 representatives of 240 indigenous groups from 28 countries throughout the Americas.
During the conference, Bolivian Quechua and Aymara leaders, who organized a session on "drug
trafficking and militarization," defended the traditional production and consumption of natural coca
leaves and its importance to Andean cultures. Guatemalan Rigoberta Menchu, of the Campesino
Unity Committee (CUC) and the United Representation of the Guatemalan Opposition (RUOG),
dismissed the notion that the clash of indigenous American and European cultures can be perceived
as an "encounter." She said, "There was not an encounter of two worlds, but rather the imposition
of one culture on another." In their final statement, conference participants asserted that the basic
human rights of indigenous Americans "have been continually and repeatedly violated." The
statement said "true democracy" does not exist in the Americas, and the term "democracy" has
been manipulated by persons exercising political power to "maintain repression" over indigenous
cultures. The indigenous leaders demanded "self determination, administration of our own
territories, and the right to nationality." In a parallel meeting which concluded Oct. 13 in San
Jose, over 200 Guaymies, Cabeceres, Bri-Bri, Bruncas, Teribes, Melkus, Choritegas and Huetares
participated in the first national conference of Costa Rican indigenous peoples. A joint statement
issued by participants said, "The 499 years of resistance by our peoples have taken place in a
hostile and inhumane environment...[Despite the odds,] we have maintained our world view."
Next, the statement said Costa Rican "politicians, religious leaders, scientists, men and women
continue to be ashamed of the indian blood which flows through their veins...1992 must not be a
year of deceitful rhetoric, but rather a time for deep reflection." Indigenous leaders called on the
government to revoke discriminatory land tenure legislation and provide constitutional protection
for the autonomy of indigenous peoples in their designated territories. "Autonomy," they said,
"will become reality only when we assert our political economic, social and cultural independence."
European nations were requested to provide direct restitution to indigenous peoples in the form of
development aid. (Basic data from AFP, 10/12/91; Notimex, 10/13/91)
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